Digitized  by  tine  Internet  Archive 

in  2010  witii  funding  from 

Lyrasis  IVIembers  and  Sloan  Foundation 


http://www.archive.org/details/reportfrommrmorr1852morr 


[Document  P.] 

BY  THE  HOUSE  OF  DELEGATES, 
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REPORT 


FROM 


ME.  MOEKIS,  OF  BALTIMORE. 


FROM 


A  MINORITY  COMMITTEE 


ON 


WAYS  AND  MEANS. 


REPORT. 


The  undersigTied,  a  member  of  the  Committee  of  Ways  and 
Means,  to  -which  was  referred  so  much  of  the  Governor's  Mes- 
sage as  relates  to  a  reduction  of  the  Direct  Tax,  and  a  repeal  of 
the  Stamp  Act — dit!erin^  in  opinion  from  a  majority  of  the  Com- 
mittee, in  regard  to  the  financial  policy  of  the  State — begs  leave 
to  submit  ihe  following  views  : 

The  present  condition  of  the  Government  finances  cannot  fail 
to  cheer  the  heart  and  encourage  the  hopes  of  every  citizen.  Six 
years  since,  ditficulties.  thought  by  the  desponding,  insurmounta- 
ble, and  which  even  appalled  the  most  sanguine,  beset  the  path  of 
the  State.  Over  her  borders  hung,  like  a  pall,  the  clouds  of  gloom 
and  despair ;  bankruptcy  and  ruin  seemed  inevitable.  To  this 
dismal  and  wretched  condition  of  affairs,  has  succeeded  a  state  of 
enviable  prosperity.  The  clouds  of  adversity  have  passed  from 
the  horizon,  and  the  sunshine  of  happiness  now  rests  on  every 
portion  of  the  Commonwealth.  But,  this  has  not  been  accom- 
plished without  great  trials  and  sacrifices  on  the  part  of  the  peo- 
ple. The  heaviest  burdens  have  been  imposed  upon  them ;  tax- 
ation has  visited  them  in  every  shape  that  the  ingenuity  of  men 
could  devise.  With  a  degree  of  patience  and  endurance  most 
commendable,  and  which  a  regard  for  the  honor  of  the  State 
could  alone  have  produced,  they  have  submitted  to  the  impositions 
with  which  they  have  been  loaded,  looking  hopefully  forward  to 
the  moment  when  the  improved  cocdition  of  the  State  would 
justify  their  representatives  in  relieving  them  of,  at  least,  a  portion 
of  their  burdens.  Has  that  moment  at  length  arrived?  The 
Governor,  entertaining  the  belief  that  it  has,  most  forcibly  urges 
upon  the  Legislature,  in  his  Message,  the  justice,  as  well  as  pro- 
priety of  reducing  the  direct  tax  twenty  per  cent.,  and  totally  re- 
pealing the  stamp  act. 

The  majority  of  the  Committee  of  Ways  and  Means  have 
thought  fit  to  differ  with  the  Executive  in  this  conclusion,  and 
declare  it,  in  their  opinion,  "unwise  to  reduce,  in  any  manner, 
the  taxation  imposed  on  the  people  of  the  State."  The  reason- 
ing by  which  this  conclusion  has  been  arrived  at,  it  shall  be  the 
duty  of  the  undersigned  to  investigate;  but  before  proceeding  to 
the  task,  it  may  not  be  entirely  amiss  to  examine  the  condition  of 


the  Treasury,  and  see  Low  far  the  proposed  changes  will  effect 
the  ability  of  the  State  to  honorably  discharge  all  her  obligations. 
From  the  Treasurer's  report,  it  appears  that  the  demands  on  the 
Treasury  annually  amount  to  the  sum  of  $913,575.35,  whilst  the 
revenue  produced  by  the  operation  of  the  tax  laws  and  other 
sources,  amounts  to  the  sum  of  $1,285,022.75,  an  excess  over 
and  above  the  actual  wants  of  the  State,  of  more  than  $370,000. 
The  changes  in  the  financial  system,  indicated  by  the  Governor, 
would  lessen  the  revenue  $148,944,  leaving  still,  if  carried  out, 
an  annual  excess  of  more  than  $220,000  in  the  Treasury.  From 
this  statement,  it  is  evident  that  the  question  is  not,  whether  the 
people  shall  pay  a  certain  sum,  yearly,  to  meet  the  requirements 
of  the  State,  but,  whether  the  excess  remaining  in  the  Treasury, 
after  all  its  wants  are  supplied,  shall  be  a  great  or  a  small  one. 
Two  sets  of  objections  are  urged,  by  .i  majority  of  the  Committee, 
against  any  change  in  the  present  financial  system.  The  first 
have  reference  alone  to  a  change  at  this  particular  time.  They 
(the  Committee,)  urge  "that  the  creditors  of  the  State  will  take 
alarm  at  seeing  the  taxes  reduced  piecemeal ;  that  no  reduction 
can,  at  present,  be  effected  in  a  judicious  manner;  that  the  Legis- 
lature has  not  time,  at  this  session,  to  revise  the  tax  laws;  that 
the  new  assessment  bill,  which  it  is  proposed  to  pass,  will  afford 
a  more  correct  basis  for  reduction,  and  that,  under  its  operation, 
the  taxable  property  of  the  State  will  be  much  increased;  further, 
that  the  works  of  internal  improvement,  in  which  the  State  is 
interested,  will  soon  be  completed,  and  increased  revenues  flow 
into  the  Treasury;  that,  therefore,  the  Legislature  should  wait 
awhile,  in  order  that  a  proper  estimate  of  the  future  revenue  may 
be  made,  so  that  when  reduction  does  take  place,  it  may  be  made 
on  some  sensible  plan."  These  objections,  to  any  change  at  this 
time,  the  undersigned  cannot  admit  have  any  vreight.  The 
changes  suggested  by  tlie  Governor  cannot  seriously  desturb  the 
harmony  of  the  present  tax  system,  against  the  disturbance  of 
which,  we  are  so  solemnly  warned.  They  are  simple  in  their  na- 
ture, can  be  easily  carried  into  effect,  and  do  not,  in  the  slightest 
degree,  impair  the  State's  ability  to  meet  all  her  liabilities ;  be- 
sides, they  convey  immediate  relief  to  the  people,  and  do  not  in 
anywise  prevent  a  greater  reduction  of  their  burdens  at  a  future 
period.  As  to  the  creditors  of  the  State  taking  alarm,  the  under- 
signed cannot  think  the  supposition  reasonable. 

What  cause  have  they  for  fear,  with  an  annual  excess  of  nearly 
one  hundred  and  fifty  thousand  dollars  in  the  coffers  of  the  Treasury? 
Besides,  should  the  groundless  fears  of  the  timid,  either  at  home 
or  abroad,  it  may  be  asked,  have  any  weight  in  the  decision  of  a 
question  so  vitally  important  to  the  citizens  of  the  State?  The 
argument  that  the  Legislature  has  not  time,  at  its  present  session, 
to  effect  the  reductions  proposed^  "owing  to  the  difficulty  of  put- 
ting the  new  Constitution  into  operation,"  is  somewhat  strange. 


Was  not  a  reduction  of  the  taxes  one  of  the  principle  reasons 
urged  for  the  adoi)tion  of  that  instrument?  That  its  requirements 
have  occupied,  and  will  yet  necessarily  occupy  much  of  the  time 
of  tlie  Legislature,  no  one  will  deny;  but  that  time  could  jiot  be 
found,  if  the  disposition  existed,  to  carry  out  the  suggestions  of 
the  Executive,  is  not  quite  so  clear.  What  great  mental  elabo- 
rations, and  deep,  financial  skill  are  necessary  to  lessen  a  tax 
which  bears  on  every  class  of  the  community,  and  every  species 
of  property,  or  to  repeal  another  of  a  peculiarly  odious  and  op- 
pressive character?  Do  these  changes  involve,  from  necessity,  a 
total  change  in  the  financial  policy,  or  a  complete  revision  of  the 
whole  tax  system  of  the  State?  Certainly  not;  and  yet  this  idea 
seems  to  pervade  all  the  reasonings  of  the  majority  of  the  Com- 
mittee, on  this  branch  of  the  subject.  The  new  assessment  will, 
it  is  admitted,  increase  the  taxable  property  of  the  State,  whilst 
the  works  of  internal  improvement,  about  to  be  completed,  will 
add  largely  to  the  revenues  of  the  Treasury.  Is  not  this  fact,  of 
itself,  sufficient  to  dissipate  every  fear  of  the  State's  inability  to 
fulfil  her  engagements,  and  an  unanswerable  reason  for  relief  at 
once  being  granted  to  the  people?  It  would  appear  so;  yet  the 
majority  of  the  Committee,  with  the  idea  of  a  complete  revision 
of  the  tax  system  ever  present  to  their  view,  can  only  see  in  it 
an  additional  cause  for  delay.  Further  argument  on  this  branch 
of  the  subject  is  unnecessary — in  a  single  sentence  may  b^  sum- 
med up  the  whole  point  at  issue.  With  a  bjalance  in  the  Trea- 
sury, at  this  time,  of  $250,000,  with  an  annual  excess,  in  addi- 
tion, of  nearly  -$400,000,  and  with  the  expectation,  amounting 
almost  to  certainty,  of  great  additions  to  the  revenue,  from  the 
sources  before  indicated,  is  it  safe,  is  it  expedient  to  at  all  lessen 
the  immense  burdens  under  which  the  people  are  groaning?  The 
answer  of  every  unbiassed  mind  is  obvious. 

The  second  class  of  arguments  employed  by  the  majority  of 
the  Committee^  are  of  a  difTerent  character,  and  are  not  intended 
to  combat  the  idea  of  a  change  at  this  particular  time,  but  to  de- 
fend a  continuaiice  of  the  present  financial  system,  until  every 
dollar  of  the  public  debt  is  paid.  Morals,  justice,  and  economy, 
are  adduced  in  support  of  this  view.  The  doctrine  thus  boldly 
avowed,  will  appear  novel  to  many,  though  in  truth,  it  is  not  so. 
Sentiments  of  a  similar  character  have  been  expressed,  but  in  a 
somewhat  ambiguous  manner,  in  certain  quarters,  before,  but 
never  at  any  time  in  the  history  of  our  difhculties,  has  any  one,  not 
even  those  who  were  the  boldest  and  most  intj^enious  in  framins: 
schemes  ol  taxation,  the  temerity  to  avow  it,  as  the  design  of  the 
Government,  to  tax  the  people  beyond  a  sum  sufficient  to  pay  the 
interest  on  the  public  debt,  and  to  provide  for  the  payment  of 
the  principal,  at  the  time  fixed,  when  the  debt  was  contracted. 

The  Committee  now  propose  to  pay  the  entire  debt  in  ten  years, 
by  adding  300,000  dollars  annually  to  the  sinking  fund.     They 


advocate  this  policy  at  great  length,  and  furnish  computations  and 
tabular  statements*,  showing  the  great  sums  of  money  which 
would  be  saved  to  the  people  in  the  shape  of  interest  by  its 
adoption.  The  undersigned  is  well  aware  of  the  accumulative 
nature  of  any  sum,  when  to  it  be  added  the  intei;est  arising  there- 
from for  a  series  of  years,  but  he  cannot,  in  a  business  light,  un- 
derstand how  that  which  is  paid  for  the  use  and  enjoyment  of 
money,  can  be  termed  a  portion  of  the  debt  itself.  Do  capi- 
talists so  view  it,  he  would  ask?  When  they  borrow  money,  is 
it  for  a  long  or  short  term  of  years?  Do  they  ever  pay  a  pre- 
mium for  the  pleasure  of  paying  a  debt,  long  before  it  comes  due, 
as  it  is  proposed  hereafter  to  show,  would  be  the  effect  of  the 
policy  laid  down  the  majority  of  the  Committee?  No  one,  it  is 
presumed,  would  attem.pt  to  prove  (hat  such  is  the  course  pursued 
by  them  in  the  management  of  their  affairs.  The  same  argument 
which  would  induce  the  Legislature  to  burden  the  people  300,000 
dollars  annually,  would  be  equally  applicable,  if  the  debt  were 
double  the  amount;  six  hundred  thousand  dollars  would  then  be 
demanded  to  carry  out  the  principle.  But  to  more  fully  exemplify 
its  nature,  the  undersigned  would  ask,  why  not  pay  off  tlie  debt 
in  five  years?  Why  not  increase  the  direct  tax  to  40  cents  on 
the  100  dollars,  and  by  that  means  save  to  the  people  1,500,000  of 
interest  money?  In  reply,  it  may  perhaps  be  urged,  that  the  bur- 
den would  be  too  great,  and  that  though  the  imposition  of  the  tax 
would  be  truly  a  saVing  to  the  people,  they  would  not  submit  to 
it;  whilst,  on  the  other  hand,  the  present  taxes  are  borne  without 
complaint.  Let  no  one  suppose  that  because  discontent  and  suf- 
fering do  not  vent  themselves  in  loud  and  threatening  clamor, 
that  they  do  not  exist.  The  people  at  present  bear  their  burdens 
quietly  and  submissively,  because  they  believe  them  necessary  for 
the  punctual  discharge  of  their  obligations — but  let  them  once 
perceive  the  Treasury  in  a  condition  to  justify  relief  being  ex- 
tended to  them,  they  will  not  fail  to  rise  up  and  peremptorally 
demand  it  at  the  hands  of  their  representatives.  A  direct  tax  of 
40  cents  on  tlie  100  dollars  would  be  borne  !)y  them  Avith  the 
same  resignation  that  they  bear  the  present  tax,*  if  they  believed 
it  necessary  to  preserve,  inviolate  their  honor,  but  no  calculations, 
utilitarian  though  they  naay  be,  intended  to  show  to  them  the 
immense  saving  of  such  a  tax,  would  effect  such  a  result.  But 
even  as  regards  the  saving,  the  undersigned  is  convinced  that  the 
estimate  of  the  majority  is  entirely  erroneous.  The  policy  of 
paying  off  the  debt  in  the  short  time  proposed  by  them,  would 
undoubtedly  have  the  effect  of  greatly  enhancing  the  value  of  our 
stocks.  In  Europe,  at  present,  they  are  estimating  the  difference 
of  exchange  between  the  two  countries,  above  par,  and  must  ne- 
cessarily increase  in  value.  As  many  of  them  cannot  be  cancelled 
at  the  will  of  the  State,  is  it  not  reasonable  to  suppose  they  will 


take  advnntage  of  our  anxiety,  and  consequently  demand  an  ex- 
orbitant preniiuin  at  our  hands  for  the  great  privilege  of  cancell- 
ing our  debts? 

The  majority  of  the  Cora!2iittee  then  propose  to  pay  in  the 
shape  of  premiums,  that,  which  would  be  paid  as  interest,  should 
the  policy  suggested  by  the  Exocutive,  be  adopted.  The  under- 
signed has  not  time  nor  space  to  pursue  this  view  of  the  subject, 
as  far  as  perhaps  it  would  merit.  He  contents  himself  with  the 
few  observations  thus  made,  particularly  as  the  able  reasoning  of 
the  Executive  himself,  in  relation  thereto,  must  be  fresh  in  the 
recollection  of  every  member  of  the  Legislature. 

Another  agument  of  the  majority  of  the  committee  on  this 
branch  of  the  subject,  the  undersigned  will  attempt  to  controvert, 
and  will  then  dismiss  the  matter.  They  argue  that  public  morals 
and  justice  require  the  payment  of  a  debt  by  the  generation  which 
contracts  it.  "A  sound  sensible  farmer,"  they  argue,  "who  owed 
a  debt,  would  consider  it  the  highest  obligation  of  his  duty  to 
himself  and  to  his  family  to  discharge  it,  and  thus  relieve  his  estate 
from  an  onerous  incumbrance.  He  would  consider  it  unwise  to 
transmit  that  incumbrance  to  his  heirs.  The  same  principle  of 
common  sense  wdiich  would  so  wisely  determine  the  conduct  of 
an  individual,  equally  applies  to  a  State."  No  sensible  farmer, 
it  is  true,  suffers  his  estate  to  be  trammelled  with  a  heavy  debt, 
on  which  hj  pays  large  sums  of  interest,  when  it  is  in  his  power 
without  inconvenience  and  privation,  to  free  it  from  incumbrance; 
but  he  would  be  considered,  by  every  sensible  person,  devoid  of 
reason  and  judgment  to  deprive  himself  of  all  comforts  and  con- 
veniences during  his  life,  so  that  those  who  might  come  after 
him,  should  possess  uninterrupted  blessings  and  enjoyments. 
Before  devising  his  estate  to  his  descendants,  does  he  not  act 
most  justly  and  providently  if  he  puts  aside  a  sum  sufficient- 
ly large,  by  its  own  accumulation,  to  pay  all  the  debts  resting 
upon  it  at  the  time  they  become  due  and  at  the  same  time,  pro- 
vides for  the  payment  of  the  interest  itself  by  the  erection  on  it 
(the  estate)  of  valuable  and  important  improvements,  which  in  the 
common  order  of  things  must  prove  sources  of  great  profit  and 
revenue  ?  No,  to  be  wise  in  the  opinion  of  the  majority  of  the 
committee,  he  must,  with  the  prospect  of  large  revenues  from 
these  works,  toil  day  and  night,  suffer  every  hardship,  and  de- 
prive himself  of  every  comfort,  to  rid  his  estate  of  a  debt  which 
from  its  nature  cannot  prove  a  burden.  » 

In  concluding  Ihese  remarks,  the  undersigned  would  observe 
that  this  policy  of  refusing  to  repeal  taxes  when  once  imposed,  is 
most  monarchical  in  its  character.  Monarchies  invariably  refuse, 
upon  pleas  of  course  sufficiently  plausible,  to  lessen  the  burdens 
of  their  people.  Let  not  their  example  be  followed  by  the  wise 
Legislators  of  Maryland. 

The  majority  of  the  Committee  do  not  attempt  to  discuss  in  a 
special  manner,  the  propriety  of  the  repeal  of  the  stamp  act, 
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The  undersigned  will  therefore  content  himself  with  a  mere  ex- 
pression of  his  opinion  of  the  equity  of  the  repeal  of  this  most  odi- 
ous of  all  the  laws  now  burdening  the  Statute  Book  of  the  State. 
For  this  purpose  and  for  that  of  procuring  a  reduction  of  the 
direct  tax,  he  respectfully  submits  the  accompanying  bills. 

JOHN  MORRIS. 


